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best they could. Such a system did not ensure capacity; and
in any case the powers and position of the departments left
little room for its development. The departments were for
the most part boards, meeting round baize-covcrcd tables; and
their administration had the characteristics of administration
by boards. The boards multiplied; each of them 'deliberated';
one of them 'referred' an issue to another; rapidity of adminis-
tration was lost. It was a more serious matter that these boards
had seldom a real power of direct administrative action. They
issued warrants to act, or instruction about action; they were
not themselves the organs of action, or even the inspectors of
its efficiency. Secluded in their offices, and among their papers,
they did not touch the citizen directly; and the Napoleonic
principle of "active administration' was a thing which was almost
unknown.

Under these conditions there was little if any control of local
administration by a central administrative authority. There
was no 'Ministry of the Interior': before 1782 there was not
even a separate Home Office; until that date internal affairs
had been assigned, along with Irish matters and foreign rela-
tions with the southern States of Europe, to the southern
Secretary of State. Local administration was in the hands of
the justices of the peace of each county and the municipal
councils of each borough. The justices of the peace were par-
ticularly powerful; the administration of the poor law, which
under the Elizabethan system had shown some signs of parochial
independence, was brought entirely under their sway by an
Act of 1691 which subjected the parish overseers to their direc-
tions; and the so-called 'Speenhamland Act of Parliament', of
I795j shows how the 'college' of Berkshire justices, meeting at
the Pelican Inn near Newbury, could initiate its own policy of
public assistance as if it were a sovereign body. So far as there
was any central control of local administration, it was not
administrative control, but either legislative or judicial. On
the one hand, Parliament, in the way of Private Bill legislation,
settled a host of problems of local administration (as, for instance,
the paving and lighting of streets), and, incidentally, appointed